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The debates about the origins of modern sports have left a number of puzzles yet to be 
fully explored. In particular the links, if any, between indigenous games and cultural 
practices and the codified modern sports are the subject of furious argument and 
assertion where present-day political and commercial concerns often get in the way of 
historical research and understanding. This is particularly true of Australia where the 
contribution of Aboriginal games to early Australian Football has generated enormous 
controversy, but the recent re-interpretation of the origins of Association Football in 
the United Kingdom has also generated lively argument among historians. In this 
contribution the main focus will be on the Australian debate both because that may not 
be as well known to scholars in other parts of the world and because it throws light on 
the re-interpretation taking place in the United Kingdom. 
 
 
Understanding transitions 
Thanks to John Bale and others, we are much more aware that some forms of indigenous 
cultural practices which bore some apparent similarity to modern sports had no direct 
relationship with them. His masterly dissection of Tutsi high jumping, Gusimbuka-
urukiramende, demonstrates that a skill which appeared to be superior to that of any 
competitive sportsperson of the late nineteenth century did not translate into athletic 
performance.i In East Africa imperialists and colonists discovered many strange practices. 
One classic case was among the Tutsi. If you went to visit the king he would send a 
couple of his young men to jump over you, to put you in your place and show your 
relative subordinate position. People marvelled at the athletic feat and, perhaps 
unsurprisingly, the German colonists in East Africa produced some iconic images, one of 
which showed a young Tutsi leaping over a bar suspended between two forked sticks, 
with the Duke of Mecklenburg standing almost underneath. The heights achieved 
appeared to be well above the world record for the high jump at the time. But you can 
scour the records of the Olympic games or athletic meetings and you will not find any 
Tutsi high jumpers. As John Bale puts it, the Europeans ‘imagined Olympians’, thinking 
that these skills would translate into athletic performance to stagger the world. But they 
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did not. The cultural practices which were witnessed did not survive beyond their specific 
contexts. 
Similarly, when the Australian Society for Sports History published an article by a 
Chinese scholar Professor Ling Hongling, of Northwest Normal University in 
Lanzhou, arguing that golf had originated in China from the practice of chuiwan, there 
was an international furore led by the Royal and Ancient (R&A) Golf Club of St 
Andrews. The article was complete with illustrations showing Chinese participants 
swinging clubs at balls and knocking them into pits in the ground, and the Professor 
argued: ‘We may safely deduce that it is due to the propagation of Chinese Chuiwan that 
golf has been able to emerge in the West as a mature game’.ii The R&A begged to differ. 
‘Stick and ball games have been around for centuries but golf as we know it today – 
played over 18 holes – clearly originated in Scotland’, was its reaction. The R&A’s 
imperial view is reflected on its website: ‘At the China Golf Development Forum held in 
Guangzhou, formerly known as Canton, the R&A Director of Golf Development, Duncan 
Weir, presented a commemorative plate to the Vice Executive Chairman of the China 
Golf Association, Mr Hu, to mark 20 years of golf in China’.iii 
In the same vein, it is claimed that many team games with balls are distant ancestors of 
Association Football, but none has a direct connection to that which was codified in 
England in the mid-nineteenth century.iv The National Football Museum at Preston in 
England plays upon that conceit with a hologram in which two mediaeval Chinese figures 
play with a ball, but when you move across the field of view, one of them morphs into 
David Beckham. 
So ancient and ongoing cultural activities may or may not translate into or influence 
modern sports, and we need to examine what happened in Australia and the United 
Kingdom in the mid-nineteenth century very closely if we are to answer the questions 
raised about the origins of Association Football and Aboriginal influence on the early 
inchoate years of what became the game now officially called Australian Football, 
formerly better known as Australian Rules. 
 
Associativity and the emergence of modern sport 
In an important recent article Stefan Szymanski argues that it was the associativity of the 
Anglo-Saxons, their propensity for forming clubs and associations with specific interests, 
which underlies the early development of modern sports in the English-speaking world in 
the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.v 
Many sports that we call modern grew out of this form of associativity. The 
development of associative sports in England during this period paralleled the 
development of the coffee houses, public societies, and the press, institutions that 
typified this new public sphere. The basic organisational unit of this branch of modern 
sport was the club, a voluntary association of individuals agreeing to abide by a form 
of private law, autonomous within the state. During the eighteenth century the 
development of cricket, golf and horseracing, inter alia, created the models along 
which later modern sports such as baseball, football (in all its various codes) 
basketball and tennis developed.vi 
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In Szymanski’s model modern sports first developed in the United Kingdom for very 
specific reasons: 
a modern sport is a reflection of modern forms of associativity; 
b the essential unit of modern sport, which makes it distinctive from earlier forms of 
sports, is the club; 
c there were essentially two currents of associativity that developed in Europe from 
the eighteenth century onwards. The Anglo-Saxon current was independent of the 
state, while the current in the rest of Europe was based on cooperation with, if not 
subordination to, the state and its demand for military preparedness; 
d the Anglo-Saxon model depended on the existence of basic bourgeois freedoms – 
not just of association but also of free speech and freedom of the press, so that 
independent organisers of clubs could advertise their activities and build 
membership. In the rest of Europe those who wanted to engage in associative 
sporting activities were obliged, tacitly or explicitly, to seek approval of the state, 
and therefore nineteenth century European sporting organisations had to a 
significant degree to meet the demands of the state; and 
e the Anglo-Saxon model developed in the eighteenth century, prior to the Industrial 
Revolution, which therefore cannot be considered the prime mover behind modern 
sports. The legal and institutional constraints that permitted the German and 
French states to control and direct associative activities in sport were established 
around the beginning of the nineteenth century. Again this took place before these 
countries were far advanced down the path of industrialisation.vii 
While the concept of associativity is very illuminating, it requires to be supplemented by 
other insights. Economic historians are familiar with the phenomenon of simultaneous 
discovery and with the contributions to production and productivity of subsequent 
incremental improvements to original designs. They tend to emphasise innovation, that is 
the first commercial exploitation of an invention, rather than the invention itself. Many of 
the great inventions of the nineteenth century – the steam engine, the railway locomotive, 
heavier than air flight, electric lighting – turn out to be far more than the work of one 
heroic inventor as portrayed in popular accounts, and their economic potential was only 
realised over a significant period by a host of contributors, many of whom have left only 
the barest personal impact on the sources.viii As Geoffrey Blainey, a fine economic and 
social historian, says, ‘In trying to understand the origins of the present game of 
Australian Football, we forget that it was moulded by many people and influences, 
decade after decade. Instead we imagine that it was largely shaped in its first years, and 
we hope that if only we can uncover those years we will find its birth and the single most 
formative influence’.ix 
The heroic model, not surprisingly, was carried over into sports history, producing 
founding stories for most of the major modern sports. Examples include, William Webb 
Ellis picking up the ball at Rugby School and running with it; Abner Doubleday and the 
invention of baseball in 1839; Thomas Wills and the devising of Australian Rulesx; and 
the group of public school alumni who wrote what Melvyn Bragg described as one of the 
dozen books which changed the world, the 1863 Rules of Association Football.xi In each 
case the popular mind and the sporting organisations have seized on these stories and 
cling to them in the face of the most forensic demolition by expert scholars. The 
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influence of relativistic interpretations of the nature of history, with their emphasis on the 
reader rather than the researcher and writer, have often seemed to provide a warrant for 
the retention of these popular stories. So we get the bizarre inversion of historical 
scholarship where the absence of information on a particular topic can be used to justify 
the retention of a particular view because it cannot be disproved, even though the weight 
of most or all existing evidence points in a different direction.xii 
In the British context, thanks to some highly detailed empirical work by a number of 
scholars, we are now increasingly aware of the diverse strands which fed into the 
emergence of Association Football as the winter game of England and Scotland.  
 
The origins of Association Football according to Harvey and Goulstone 
History sometimes advances when we change perspective. New ways of seeing may be 
productive. But sometimes, and probably more often, history advances when new 
evidence is discovered, sometimes as the result of looking in different places, or more 
closely and systematically at old places. John Goulstone and Adrian Harvey’s empirical 
research on Association Football has been the basis for an overturning of two orthodoxies 
– the pioneering role of scions of the public schools and the relationships between the 
sport and evolving capitalism. By producing new evidence about the number and form of 
the games being played and the relative importance of regional centres like Sheffield and 
Scotland, Harvey, in particular, has transformed the history of the game. 
Harvey set out to rewrite the history of football in the earlier part of the nineteenth 
century by challenging two widely accepted interpretations.xiii One is that the old forms 
of folk football were destroyed by the twin forces of Puritanism and the industrial 
revolution; the other is that football as we know it was invented in the public schools of 
the early nineteenth century and spread first of all throughout England and later around 
the world by the former pupils of these schools or people who had been influenced by 
them. So he tackles head on questions of disruption or continuity on the one hand and 
invention and transmission on the other. He does so with remorseless use of newspaper 
and other source materials which reveal the existence and persistence of forms of football 
in those periods when the popular forms of the game were supposed to have all but 
disappeared. He also attempts to change the focus of the origins of the modern game from 
the centre to the regions, particularly Sheffield and (though he does not emphasise this in 
his interpretation, despite the fact that much of his evidence is drawn from there) 
Scotland. Regional studies by Tranter, Hutchinson, Swain, Murphy, and Hutton, Curry 
and Goodman add depth and detail to the processes involved.xiv Kerrigan’s and Mangan 
and Hickey’s studies of the role of schoolteachers in the spread of football broaden our 
understanding of the subsequent development of the game.xv 
So the United Kingdom picture has become much clearer in recent years, but there is 
further to travel in Australia. 
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Australian experience 
There is no doubt that associativity was a key feature of early settlement in the Port 
Phillip District of New South Wales, which became the colony of Victoria in 1851. 
Within three years of John Batman’s arrival and his noting that the site of Melbourne 
would be a good place for a village, the Melbourne Club, traditionally the social body of 
the governing elite of the emerging town and later city, and the Melbourne Cricket Club 
had been established. A Mechanics’ Institute followed in 1839 and the Port Phillip Club 
in 1841.xvi Churches and schools were established with their own rules and allegiances. 
The first Turf Club dates from 1841, though it had to be reconstituted each year following 
the depression of 1842.xvii The Melbourne Commercial Exchange began in 1841 and the 
Chamber of Commerce was set up in 1851.xviii The memberships of these organisations 
often overlapped and before and for the first years after the establishment of 
representative government in the colony, they collectively formed its social and political 
establishment. Many more social and cultural institutions were founded in the next 
decades, so the emergence of football clubs in the late 1850s was building on an 
associative culture, derived in large part from the experience of the first generation of 
migrants from the United Kingdom. 
In the first years of football, however, teams got up for the occasion, drawn from those 
who happened to be present or divided according to some devised category, took part in 
matches. Other games involved combining players from separate clubs. So while there 
was a coming together for the game, it was not necessarily through the institution of a 
continuing organisation. Players moved freely among clubs, a few stars like Thomas 
Wills, Colden Harrison, Alex Bruce and J.B. Thompson representing several in the 
course of one winter season. It was only gradually that the clubs became the primary 
focus of the game and the rules of the Melbourne Football Club were accepted 
throughout the colony.xix 
 
Early migrant football games 
Varieties of football were being played frequently in Melbourne and Victoria almost from 
the first arrival of overseas migrants in the area. It is now accepted that in Scotland and 
England small-sided games with agreed rules were being played long before the 
establishment of the Football Association in 1863. What is now also clear is that similar 
games were being played in Australia before members of the Melbourne club drew up its 
rules for what eventually became Australian (Rules) Football in 1859. The 
advertisements for many of these early games referred explicitly to English, Irish and 
Scottish practice.xx A notice in the Port Phillip Herald of 30 March 1850, under the 
heading of ‘Old English Easter Sports’ and advertising a ‘Grand Football Match for a 
Silver Watch’, is not untypical.xxi 
In Geelong, near Melbourne in Victoria, in November that year a three-day athletic 
festival included a six-a-side football match, also for a wager.xxii It is likely that this was 
closer to what became Association Football than Australian Rules Football as it evolved 
in the next decade, but it is hard to be certain. 
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The game of football came next, Mr Hobson being the umpire on one side and Mr 
M’Gillivray on the other. There were six players on each side. The arena was the 
cricket ground in the centre of which the ball was placed and the players stood facing 
each other at opposite angles of the ground. As the play proceeded, it looked 10 to 1 in 
favour of Mr Hobson’s side, but one of M’Gillivray’s party happened to give the ball 
a turn, it was taken up by Giles, another of M’Gillivray’s players, who managed to 
kick it through the proper panel, and so won the game. Prize – £3, entrance 3s.xxiii 
The St Patrick’s Day games of 1856 in Melbourne had a football match as well as 
wrestling and athletics. The football match offered a prize of £20 against an entry fee of 5 
shillings, with the note that the prizes would be increased if funds permitted.xxiv Gillian 
Hibbins has drawn attention to numerous other football games in Melbourne, 
Castlemaine and the diggings around Ballarat.xxv 
A couple of years after the foundation of the Melbourne and Geelong Australian Rules 
Football clubs, the newspaper in the Victorian west coast town of Warrnambool reported 
that: 
There is every prospect of the good old English game of football becoming quite a 
popular institution in this District during the winter time. On Saturday last there were 
about twenty players assembled on the cricket ground, and away they went to work 
kicking with all their might. Unfortunately, however, but two goals had been attained, 
before bang burst the ball, and as no substitute could be obtained, the players were 
obliged to give up just as they were getting nicely warmed to their work. The meeting 
ultimately resulted in the formation of a football club, entry, etc. Twenty-four 
members joined and the following officers were appointed. President, Frank Frost; 
Vice-President, Richard Osbourne; Hon secretary and Treasurer, J Matson. The club 
will meet for exercise on the cricket ground every Wednesday and Saturday afternoon 
and a supply of bladders will always be ready, in order that the game may proceed. 
We understand there are three matches already on the tapis, viz, Town and Country, 
Volunteers and Civilians and the Married and Single.xxvi 
The original advertisement had been for a three-a-side game, but in the event it was about 
ten a side when the match took place.xxvii 
Football was not confined to Victoria.xxviii Soldiers played football in Sydney in 1829 and 
there was a later Queen’s Birthday match.xxix Football and cricket matches for prizes in 
Hyde Park in Sydney were reported in the Port Phillip Herald in December 1855.xxx Ian 
Syson has collected multiple references to football in advertisements, reports and letters 
and literary contributions to newspapers across Australia from the second decade of the 
nineteenth century onwards.xxxi 
So what was clearly seen as small-sided, rule-bounded games of football for monetary 
prizes were quite common in the 1850s in Australia, well before the establishment of the 
Football Association in England in 1863 and three decades before what some regard as 
the first match under Association Football rules in Sydney in the 1880s.xxxii Unfortunately 
the names and the backgrounds of most of the pioneers of football in the 1850s remain 
unknown. But the existing evidence is enough to show that the first generations of 
migrants to Australia had brought their various forms of football to their new country, 
which significantly reinforces the modern interpretations of Tranter, Harvey, Goulstone, 
Swain, Hutchinson and others that football survived and was flourishing in the United 
Kingdom in the first half of the nineteenth century far from the English public 
schools.xxxiii Brendan Murphy goes further and argues that Henry Creswick, who played 
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cricket in Victoria in 1857–58, may have brought the rules of the Sheffield Football Club 
to Melbourne and thus influenced the Australian Football rules committee of 1859, but 
since he left England in 1840 at the age of 16 this is unlikely.xxxiv 
There is even an outside possibility of a reverse flow from Melbourne to London. A 
correspondent, signing himself ‘Free kick’, writing in Bell’s Life in Victoria in 1864 
about the efforts to get a single code of rules for football in England, noted:  
The Football Association was accordingly formed, and a set of rules drawn up, which 
by a very curious coincidence, are very nearly similar to those which were decided on at 
a meeting of representatives of football clubs, held at the Parade Hotel, near Melbourne, 
some 5 years ago. I forget exactly at this time who were the gentlemen appointed but 
amongst them I know were Mr J B Thompson, Mr Smith, then of the Scotch College, 
Mr Hammersley, Mr Wills, Mr Wray and others, and it is certainly creditable in every 
way to the judgment of the gentlemen then appointed, that the very rules they then 
decided on have subsequently been adopted by the members of the Football Association 
in England. Whether a stray copy (for the rules were neatly printed and got up) ever 
found its way home I do not know, but if not it is a strong argument in favour of our 
own code, that the football parliaments assembled on opposite sides of the globe, should 
bring the identical same result of their labours.xxxv 
Modern commentators tend to point to the differences between the two sets of rules – the 
lack of offside in the Victorian game, different handling rules and so on – so it is 
interesting that at least one contemporary writer was taken more by the similarities. But it 
is a big jump from that to causal connections. There is no mention of Sheffield in the 
discussion on forming the 1859 rules in Melbourne and none of Melbourne Rules in those 
at the Freemasons’ Tavern in London in 1863. 
One of the problems in the current debate is that relatively little is known about the other 
characters who played the early game in Victoria, some of whom seem to have been at 
least as influential as Wills, Harrison, Thompson and Hammersley. George Reynolds 
Rippon is one such figure. Born in Berkshire in England on 17 September 1838, he was 
the first secretary of the Geelong Racing Club in 1865. Rippon was an all-round athlete, 
administrator and journalist. He was among the best of Geelong’s cricketers and 
footballers, and for some time he was president of the Geelong Football Club. He kicked 
the winning goal for Geelong against Melbourne in the Caledonian Cup match on 12 
September 1863.xxxvi  
Rippon played cricket for the Corio club in Geelong. On one occasion he and Tom Wills 
issued a challenge to play cricket against any other two men in Australia but got no 
takers.xxxvii When Wills brought an Aboriginal team to Geelong in 1867, Rippon took on 
Jungagellmijuke (Dick a Dick) in a competition to see if he could hit him with a thrown 
cricket ball but he failed to do so. 
In 1872, while still vice‐president of the Geelong football club, Rippon was one of the 
handicappers for the Geelong Easter Sports. It may have been his influence which 
resulted in Albert Austin being selected for the football team.xxxviii In addition to his 
cricket and football, Rippon was a rower, a skilled quoits player, and a top-class amateur 
billiard player.xxxix He was on the staff of the Geelong Advertiser but left Geelong in 
July 1876 to become editor and later proprietor of the Hamilton Spectator. 
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Many of the other members of the founding generation remain just names, often only 
family names and until we have a collective biography of this group we can make little 
progress in understanding the contribution they made. This work is beginning in Geelong 
and Melbourne. In the case of the indigenous game and its possible linkages there are 
also signs of research which may prove highly illuminating. 
 
The search for Aboriginal influence 
The pivotal figure in the modern debate about Aboriginal influence on Australian 
Football is Thomas Wentworth Wills, the son of a squatter and politician, who was 
educated at Rugby School in England in the 1850s. The Wills family occupied a property 
near Mount William in the Victorian Grampians from 1840 and then moved a little 
further north to Lexington in 1842, and it was there that Tom Wills, who was born in 
1835, spent his early childhood. Having no family of similar age to play with it is likely 
that young Tom spent time with Aboriginal children.xl 
There is an accumulating body of evidence that Aborigines played a number of games 
which involved hands, feet and specially made balls in different parts of Victoria and 
Australia.xli Early European settlers and travellers reported the existence of these games 
and sometimes provided extensive descriptions. Blandowski commented on the game he 
had seen, which is represented in an etching, ‘The ball is made out of Typha roots: it is 
not thrown or hit with a bat, but it is kicked in the air with the foot … The aim of the 
game: never let the ball touch the ground’.xlii Accounts ranged from William Kyle’s brief 
remark about the people of the area near Dight’s Falls on the Yarra River close to 
Melbourne – ‘Frequently a piece of opossum skin tied with sinews was used like a 
football’ – to the detailed information supplied by William Kyle, James Dawson, William 
Thomas, R. Brough Smythe and Peter Beveridge.xliii 
The Marn-grook or ball is a favourite game with the boys and men. A party assemble, 
one makes a ball of opossum skill [sic] or fur of another animal, of large size working 
it over and over with the sinews of a kangaroo tail, the ball is kicked up in the air, not 
thrown up by hand as white boys do, nor kicked along the ground, there is general 
excitement who shall catch it, the tall fellows stand the best chance, when the ball is 
caught it is kicked up in the air again by the one who caught it, it is sent with great 
force and ascends straight up and as high as when thrown by hand, they will play the 
game for hours and fine exercise it is for adults and youths.xliv 
So the existence of Aboriginal games which used a purposely made ball is beyond doubt. 
Since many of the references apply to the period before 1859, just what did observers 
have in mind when they used the word ‘football’ to describe what they saw? It could not 
have been the Australian game since this did not come into existence until that date. Ian 
Syson points out that Blandowski’s description looks more like Association Football than 
Australian Rules Football, or rather an Association Football exercise which was very 
common in Scotland called ‘keepy-uppy’, keeping the ball off the ground by use of feet 
and body not arms and hands.xlv Those migrants who came from a Scottish or English 
background might well have seen and played a similar type of game in their youth, since 
the majority of reported observations come from people who did not attend English 
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public schools or universities. There was a strong Scottish presence in Melbourne and the 
Western District of Victoria, particularly around Warrnambool and Portland.xlvi 
The first serious argument that the games played by Aborigines had a direct linkage to the 
origins of the Australian game was advanced by Jim Poulter in 1983 and he has 
championed this idea since then.xlvii He has mined family history and speculated about 
analogues in Aboriginal languages and words used to describe the white man’s game and 
certain of its features. He argues that while Wills picked up Aboriginal lore and language 
when he was a child, by the time he returned to Victoria from England in 1856, the Gold 
Rush had transformed Victoria and Melbourne and ‘tribal aboriginal life had also been 
fully extinguished throughout the colony, save for the arid north-west fringe in the 
Mallee’.xlviii A massive depopulation had occurred and the indigenous population had 
been marginalised. Hence Aboriginal knowledge, instead of being an asset, was now a 
liability. So Wills, though he was thoroughly familiar with the Aboriginal games, had no 
reason to mention this in discussions about the rules and form of the white man’s game, 
as it was defined in 1859. Poulter also argues that the Aboriginal word ‘mumarkee’, 
signifying a catch, was significant and different from the English concept of the mark 
made in the ground to indicate the place from which a kick was to be taken.xlix Neo-
colonial attitudes ensured that this hidden history of Aboriginal influence on the early 
game never came to light, he argues. 
The journalist Martin Flanagan has also proposed that Tom Wills was the conduit through 
which Aboriginal influence contributed to the early development of what he called ‘our 
bastard game’, which also had Irish and English roots.l He did this in a novel based on 
what was known at the time of writing of the life of Wills, a subsequent stage play and a 
number of articles and media contributions.li Flanagan mentions that the modern flawed 
superstar Gary Ablett, senior, of the Geelong Football Club, provided insight into his 
conception of Tom Wills, whom he saw as a character with enormous talent and 
prodigious sporting ability but with little or no insight into himself or self-awareness. 
Flanagan objects strongly to being called a romantic, but his portrait of Wills is highly 
romanticised and idealised. He understands that Wills was lacking in insight into his own 
character and behaviour, but he exaggerates Wills’ influence on the early game, relying 
too heavily on the man’s own estimation of his role and discounting that of other 
significant contemporary figures. 
Wills certainly was a man who pushed the boundaries of all the sports in which he took 
part. He was called for throwing in cricket for his overarm bowling. He was upbraided for 
using an oval ball instead of a round one in football. He developed novel tactics including 
player positioning and used a running game when there were lower numbers of players 
taking part during the first decade or so of football. But was any of this specifically 
derived from his experience among Aboriginal youth? Nothing in his writing or writing 
about him suggests so until the late twentieth century, and even the notion of ‘a game of 
our own’ is only attributed to him for the first time in 1923 by his cousin Colden Harrison 
in his autobiography, whereas it was used by J.B. Thompson in 1860, when he wrote, 
‘Football, as played in Victoria, is now fit to run alone. I have accordingly omitted the 
Rugby and Eton rules because we seem to have agreed a code of our own, which to a 
considerable extent, combines the merits while excluding the vices of both’.lii 
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Martin Flanagan has conceded that there is no evidence of Aboriginal influence on the 
formulation of the rules, but he thinks that through Tom Wills there was an influence on 
the early inchoate game. That is possible, though none of Wills’ known innovations or 
suggested changes (the shape of the ball, positional play and perhaps the running game 
and his proposals for the rugby crossbar and a designated place kicker) seem to relate to 
the descriptions of the various Aboriginal games.liii Judging by the limited descriptions 
we have, the early games of what became Australian Rules Football in Melbourne bore 
very little relationship to the Aboriginal activities described by the early settlers, 
protectors and other observers. High marking in particular, jumping in packs to catch the 
ball in the air, seems to have been uncommon or non-existent. It was a couple of decades 
before high marking became a distinguishing feature of the game and Robert Messenger 
believes that the spectacular jumping of Charlie ‘Commotion’ Pearson, the Essendon star 
of the 1880s, brought that aspect of the game to the fore.liv Messenger argues that Pearson 
may have seen Aboriginal games in Gippsland where he grew up. 
Wills coached a group of Aboriginal cricketers in the area around Lake Wallace and 
Edenhope in Western Victoria in 1866. A year later, after he had parted company with 
them, the nucleus of that group formed part of the first Australian cricket team to tour 
England in 1868. On their way from Edenhope to Melbourne prior to the tour, they were 
challenged to a football match as they passed by the town of Hamilton in the Western 
District of Victoria. Had they accepted this might have shed more light on the similarities 
and differences between the Aboriginal and European games, but unfortunately it did not 
take place.lv 
On Saturday morning the party arrived at Trainor’s Hotel near Hamilton, where they 
were entertained to dinner by the host. A number of cricketers from Hamilton came 
out to meet them, with a view to inducing the blacks to play a game at football on 
Saturday afternoon; but Messrs Lawrence and Hayman declined, as the Hamiltonians 
had refused to meet them again in the cricket-field. The troupe therefore passed 
through without making a call, as they were disappointed at the Hamilton Club not 
wishing to regain the laurels they lost two years since.lvi 
Barry Judd published an extended reflection on the life and career of Wills in his On the 
Boundary Line: Colonial Identity in Football. Judd argues that anyone from the Anglo-
Australian tradition or heritage who sincerely embraces Aboriginal Australian culture and 
seeks to explore and understand and use or promote it, such as the singer/song-writer Neil 
Murray, becomes invisible to mainstream Australia.lvii He objects to binary oppositions of 
European and Aboriginal Australia and argues that each has interacted with and been 
influenced by the other. Behind this interpretation is a notion of hybridity as the space 
between these discursive concepts of Aboriginality and Anglo-Australian-ness. Inspired 
by Martin Flanagan on Murray and Wills, particularly The Call, Judd criticises Geoffrey 
Blainey’s characterisation of Wills as someone driven by his English education and 
experience and seeks to restore the Aboriginal element to his character. Was Wills 
neglected because he had been too closely involved with Aboriginal society at a time 
when it was inappropriate to be so?lviii Judd says, ‘I believe that British colonisation and 
Aboriginal dispossession became a critical issue for Wills and his failure to find an 
adequate solution to this dilemma of Australian colonialism may have contributed to his 
growing alcoholism and ultimately his decision to commit suicide at the relatively young 
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age of 44’.lix Wills’ father, Horatio, had been killed by Aborigines in Queensland in 1861, 
and this had a devastating effect on the young man. Yet five years later he was coaching a 
Victorian Aboriginal cricket team. Judd admits to seeking some personal salvation 
through identification with a liminal historical figure.lx 
The notion that Wills committed suicide because he was unable to cope with Aboriginal 
dispossession and British colonisation is problematic, particularly in a person not given to 
reflection and self-awareness. We might get a better understanding of Wills from the 
inability of some sports superstars to cope with life after the adulation during their 
professional careers.lxi This at least is plausible if you seek some explanation beyond the 
careful forensic work of Greg de Moore, whose biography of Wills has a much more 
psychologically and physiologically based account of Wills’ life and suicide.lxii 
 
The modern critique of Aboriginal antecedents 
Gillian Hibbins has been the most effective critic of arguments about Aboriginal 
influence on the foundation of the Australian game. Her method is one which has been 
long developing, since she and Anne Mancini published an edited edition of Colden 
Harrison’s autobiography, Running with the Ball in 1987.lxiii In that they reproduced his 
work, but accompanied it with an extended essay on the origins of Australian Rules 
Football, which broke new ground and stressed the links to the games played in the 
English public schools and at universities. At that time the understanding of the early 
phase of the game was based on the unreliable work of Cec Mullen, an article by Bill 
Mandle, and Ian Turner’s incomplete research subsequently rounded out and published 
by Leonie Sandercock as Up Where, Cazaly: The Great Australian Game.lxiv 
Origin myths abounded with English, Irish and domestic influences competing, though at 
this stage there was no suggestion of Aboriginal involvement. The roles of the various 
putative parents of the game remained unclear. Hibbins cut through the arguments with 
some disciplined research in England and Australia, emphasising the contribution of the 
public school games in England, a somewhat unpopular conclusion for local nationalists. 
She also contextualised Harrison’s contribution in a much more just appreciation of his 
role than that derived from the widely believed ‘father of football’ label which was 
attached to him. 
Since then research on the early years of the game has proliferated, with official and 
unofficial histories, the setting up of research collectives and conferences to celebrate and 
analyse the sport.lxv Hibbins has attacked this plethora of material on two fronts. She has 
re-asserted the value of empirical research in a short, but profound, article on the 
historiography of the game in Sporting Traditions and she has imaginatively created the 
world in which the sport began, and cricket and horse racing evolved, in her own brilliant 
evocation of mid-nineteenth century Melbourne, Sport and Racing in Colonial 
Melbourne: The Cousins and Me: Colden Harrison, Tom Wills and William 
Hammersley.lxvi 
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A first-class biography of Tom Wills has subsequently been published by Greg de Moore, 
but Hibbins got in first with her cooler and more critical view of Wills, through the eyes 
of Hammersley. She finds Wills a bit hard to take and uses some of the contemporary 
criticism of the man to debunk the hagiography that has grown up around him in recent 
years. Wills’ role in the development of the first Aboriginal cricket team to tour England 
in 1868 has also been carefully examined by de Moore, John Mulvaney and Rex 
Harcourt.lxvii These researchers outline the contributions by others – William Reginald 
Hayman, Thomas Gibson Hamilton, James T. Edgar and John Brian Fitzgerald – which 
have been largely overlooked, as they were at the time by the Melbourne public, and 
subsequently by other writers. Another neglected influence was Charles Lawrence, who 
came to Australia with the first English touring cricket team in 1861 and led the tour to 
England after Wills’ connection to the players had been severed.lxviii 
Hibbins has also painstakingly described the emergence of ‘a code of our own’ in an 
article in The Yorker which outlines the debates going on in England at the time and the 
ways in which these were conveyed to Victorian readers through the Australian press.lxix 
She also provides brief biographies of some of the other significant figures in the early 
game in Melbourne. This is a critical step, since it provides the possibility of balancing 
the contributions of Wills and his significant contemporaries.lxx Though she has looked 
hard for any signs of Aboriginal influence on this formative phase she can find none. As a 
result she has come in for much unjustified criticism from those who wish to believe that 
this existed, despite the lack of evidence. 
A survey of the debate about the recent work of Gillian Hibbins by Ciannon Cazaly adds 
no new evidence to the discussion.lxxi John Hirst, suggests that a more open, long-kicking 
game evolved earlier than was thought, citing the work of his student, David Thompson, 
and a newspaper account of a Geelong versus Melbourne game in 1862. ‘Is it in this 
process of evolution rather than in the founding moment that we can find an Aboriginal 
influence?’lxxii If so, it cannot have come through Tom Wills, who was in Queensland at 
the time. 
Albert ‘Pompey’ Austin was probably the first Aboriginal player to turn out for Geelong 
Football Club, when he had a single game in 1872.lxxiii Aboriginal teams and players, 
including Austin, took part in matches in the Western District after 1877, quickly 
adapting to the tactics and techniques of the evolving game. Austin’s successors have had 
much greater impact in the twentieth century.lxxiv 
Greg de Moore, a consultant psychiatrist, came to his study of Tom Wills not through an 
interest in sport but as part of his concern with understanding and dealing with suicide. 
He tracked down the medical notes relating to Wills’ untimely death and worked 
backwards from there to try to fathom the man and sportsman who had such a hold on his 
era. And he has been highly successful in creating a picture of Wills, stripping away 
much of the mythology which has grown up around him in recent years, yet enhancing 
rather than diminishing him in the process. The deficiencies in his character and his 
treatment of those around him are laid bare, while his talent and his charismatic appeal 
shine through. The trajectory of his career and the detail of his upbringing and his 
activities on and off the field in cricket and football have been meticulously researched. 
We get a sense of the expectations placed upon the boy who was sent to the other side of 
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the world to be trained as an English gentleman and the ways in which he both embraced 
and rejected that model. His ambivalent relations with his father and the impact of the 
latter’s death at the hands of Aborigines in Queensland are explored to the limit of the 
sources available. 
In 2009 the late Russell Stephens published a study of Tom Wills and the Wills family. 
Written for a non-academic audience, the work contains no references but internal 
evidence suggests that Stephens continued to rely on the work of Cec Mullen for some of 
the material relating to Wills and his family.lxxv Stephens canvasses the arguments about 
Wills as the link between Aboriginal games and football but leaves the debate open, 
without adding new evidence. 
 
A way forward 
The challenge remains for those who would advance the idea of Aboriginal influence on 
the early as distinct from the later game to do more research in the Aboriginal oral 
traditions and artefacts to produce new evidence from such sources which can be tested 
by scholarship, just as all the evidence from other sources is tested.lxxvi It is not true, as 
some people have suggested, that the oral tradition cannot be treated in a scholarly 
way.lxxvii Aboriginal oral traditions today rarely exist in pure form. They are often an 
amalgam of Aboriginal and European knowledge mixed together in often very surprising 
ways and it is only by thorough understanding of both cultures at the macro and micro 
level that the valuable elements for the study of influences of practices like sport can be 
teased out. The pleasure which leading Aboriginal players like Michael Long and Adam 
Goodes have taken in the notion that their ancestors were there at the origins of the game 
they have graced with such skill is not to be discounted, nor is the possibility that the 
rational methods of the academic historian may not be the only appropriate ones for the 
investigation of cultural practices and the transmission of ideas among social groups. 
However, the requirement now is the enormously hard work of research in recalcitrant 
and dispersed sources, if the claims are ever to be more than a seductive myth, as Gillian 
Hibbins correctly labels the current state of play.lxxviii 
At the present state of knowledge, it seems that Aboriginal influence did not occur until 
Aborigines began to become directly involved with the modern game. As noted above, 
the first Aboriginal player to play a senior game may have been Albert ‘Pompey’ Austin 
in 1872 but he played only once for Geelong and, as far as is known at present, no one 
followed his example for several years after that.lxxix Joe Johnson played 55 games, 
including two premierships, for Fitzroy in 1904 and 1905.lxxx According to Andrew 
Demetriou, Chief Executive of the Australian Football League, between 1906 and 1980 
only 18 players who claimed indigenous heritage have played in the Victorian Football 
League.lxxxi Serious Aboriginal influence on the playing field begins in the latter part of 
the twentieth century, both on and off the field. In recent times this has grown 
dramatically and at both senior and grassroots level. Australian Football deserves credit 
for the way it has tried to make up for more than a century of exclusion and denigration 
of Aboriginal people, though it is arguable that it, and the other codes, need to do far 
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more to promote people of Aboriginal heritage as coaches, administrators and members 
of governing bodies. 
Meanwhile, the study of the origins of the codes of football at the periphery of the 
nineteenth-century world helps reinforce the continuing re-interpretation of the early 
phase of Association Football in the United Kingdom and suggests ways in which this 
might be theorised as well as empirically enhanced. 
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